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Abstract
The objective of this research is to present a statistical study on negation in English. It will be focused on a particular type of
negation, the so-called no-negation and not-negation, in a specific type of discourse: spoken academic English. My hypotheses
will be based on other studies developed on the same topic: first, as an introduction to our main study, I will compare the
frequency of usage of these types of negation between spoken and written discourse. My hypothesis is tat it will be higher in the
former case. Secondly, we will observe if not-negation is more frequent than no-negation in this type of spoken discourse. I
believe that this study may have some degree of significance, as I have not found any studies of this type of negation in spoken
and written academic English. Hence, I expect it can provide an initial approach that may be useful for future studies.
© 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
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1. Introduction
Negation is a universal aspect of language that has been widely studied in many disciplines, from linguistics to 
philosophy. English is certainly not an exception, as it is an aspect of this language that has been addressed since
many years ago. Issues such as pragmatic ambiguity have been analyzed by linguists and philosophers such as
Russell (1905), Tottie (1980) and Frege (1982). Studies concerning the scope of negation are also very frequent, e.g.
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Jackendoff (1977), or the most recent ones concerning the scope of negation and corpora (Vincze et al., 2008; 
Morante and Daelemans, 2009 or Li et al., 2010). This study will be focused on a specific aspect of negation, based 
on two forms of variation, what is called the no-negation (Example a) and the not-negation (Example b): 
 
a. There’s nowhere to stand. 
b. There isn’t anywhere to stand. 
(Biber et al. 1999: 168) 
 
Although there are not many studies regarding this variation, important research has already been made. One of 
the earliest and important works concerning this aspect goes back to the beginning of the 20th century: Jespersen’s 
Negation in English and Other Languages (1917). However, the most extensive and intensive study on this negative 
construction, which will provide a strong theoretical basis for the present study, is Gunnel Tottie’s Negation in 
English Speech and Writing. A Study in Variation (1991), where he studies the semantic implications of this form in 
spoken (conversation) and written discourse. The Longman Grammar of Spoken and Written English (LGSWE) 
(Biber et al. 1999) has also performed some important research on the area through a quantitative study, based on 
the Longman Spoken and Written English (LSWE) corpus. This book will serve as an important reference for the 
present study, since it is also based on a corpus, and my hypotheses will be founded on the results concluded by it. 
Finally, it is also worth taking into consideration the study made in the World Atlas of Language Structures (WALS) 
Online (Dryer and Haspelmath, eds. 2011). Here, Martin Haspelmath (2011) explains how the English language 
belongs to the group of languages that show a mixed behaviour regarding the negative indefinites and predicate 
negation. That is, the no-negation and the not-negation constructions can appear nearly independently, and it is a 
characteristic shared by other languages such as Swedish.  
Not-negation and no-negation are labels originally stated by Johansson and Lysvåg (1986), and afterwards shared 
by many linguists such as Tottie (1991) and the authors of the LGSWE (Biber et al. 1999). However, it can receive 
many other names: Poldauf (1964) refers to analytical negation instead of not-negation and synthetic negation 
instead of no-negation; and Kilma (1964) uses neg-incorporation into indefinites instead of no-negation (Tottie, 
1991: 89).  I will be using for this study, however, the original labeling: not-negation and no-negation. Before 
moving on to the explanation of the methodology and data extraction, we shall take a brief look at these negative 
constructions. 
Tottie (1991: 88) defines no-negation and not-negation as a distinction between the negation formed by a free 
negative morpheme (not) and the negation through the usage of indefinites. The replacement of the first form, a 
combination of not with a non-assertive form, by a no-negation construction is possible in most instances (1991: 
88). However, it must follow a set of correspondences (see Table 1): 
Table 1: Correspondences between not-negation and no-negation. (Tottie, 1991: 106). 
 Not-negation No-negation 
Determiner Not…a/an/any/ø No 
Pronouns Not…anybody Nobody 
 Not…anything Nothing 
 Not…one/any None 
 Not…anyone No one 
Adverbs Not…ever Never 
 Not…anywhere Nowhere 
Other Not…either…or Neither…nor 
 
After establishing this distinction, Tottie (1991) continues with a quantitative study on both forms but from a 
semantic aspect. The present paper is interested only on the frequency of usage of both forms. Hence, from this 
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point, my referential study would be the Longman Grammar of Spoken and Written English (Biber et al. 1999). The 
LGSWE makes a statistical study on negation in its corpus and, first of all, reaches the conclusion that in spoken 
discourse (conversation), negation is much more frequent than in written discourse (1999: 159).  Secondly, it 
compares the number of occurrences no-negation and not-negation different contexts, and concludes that not-
negation is much more frequent in the contexts of conversation, fiction writing, news writing and academic prose 
(see Table 2). 
Table 2: Proportional distribution of not-negation and no-negation. (Biber et al., 1999: 170)  
 
 Not-negation No-negation 
Conversation   
Fiction   
News   
Academic prose   
 
The objective of my research is to reproduce this study in a context that has not been addressed in the LGSWE, 
academic spoken English, through the observation of the frequencies of usage of five of these pairs of 
correspondences presented by Tottie.  The experiment would consist on two sections. First of all, after selecting our 
pairs of negative constructions, I will observe their frequency in both the BASE and the BAWE corpora. This part 
will only include a brief descriptive observation, as it is only an introductive section. My first hypothesis is that, as 
Biber et al. (1999) stated, it will be more frequent in the spoken discourse. Secondly, and the main section of the 
research, I will study the frequency of usage of no-negation and not-negation in the BASE corpus. Biber et al. 
(1999), as we have seen, showed that in all contexts where they performed their study, not-negation is far more 
frequent than no-negation. Therefore, my second hypothesis is that, in a context such as spoken academic discourse, 
we will find the same situation. The next section of our study will explain the data and methodology I have 
followed. Finally, this paper will include a possible third hypothesis that emerged when compiling the data: that a 
specific pair of constructions, nothing and not…anything may be the most frequent no-negation and not-negation in 
spoken academic English. This assumption however will need a deeper future analysis, though I believe this study 
can present an initial approach. 
2. Data and Methodology 
2.1. Corpora   
For this purpose, I will use the British Academic Spoken English corpus (BASE)1, which is a record of the speech 
of university lecturers and students at the turn of the 21st century. It is formed by 160 lectures and 39 seminars 
recorded in a different variety of university departments. It contains 1,644,942 tokens in total, divided in lectures 
and seminars. Holdings are distributed across four broad disciplinary groups, each of them divided in 40 documents. 
These groups are: Arts and Humanities (AH), Life Sciences (LS), Physical Sciences (PS), and Social Sciences (SS). 
 
 
1  http://wwwm.coventry.ac.uk/researchnet/BASE/Pages/BASE.aspx. Developed at the Universities of Warwick and Reading under the 
directorship of Hilary Nesi and Paul Thompson. The corpus development was assisted by funding from BALEAP, EURALEX, the British 
Academy and the Arts and Humanities Research Council 
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I will also use for an initial comparative study the British Academic Written English corpus (BAWE)2, a record of 
proficient university-level student writing also at the turn of the 21st century. It contains around 3,000 good-standard 
student assignments (8,336,262 tokens), organized in the same four broad disciplinary areas as the BASE corpus 
(Arts and Humanities, Social Sciences, Life Sciences and Physical Sciences). 
2.2. Instrument for data collection 
As query and corpus managing tool, I will use Sketch Engine3 (Kilgarriff et al. 2004) to obtain collocational 
information. It will certainly be a very useful tool for this purpose, as it has proven to be a highly reliable resource 
for managing corpora and looking for collocations (Kilgarriff et al. 2010). Precisely, both the BASE and the BAWE 
corpora have already been tagged and uploaded to the Sketch Engine, which will improve and facilitate the capacity 
of the research. 
2.3. Procedure 
First of all, I have selected five pairs of negative construction proposed by Tottie (see Table 1): four pronouns 
(Not…anybody, not…anything, not…anyone and not…anywhere) and one adverb (Not…anywhere).  
Secondly, I observed how both no-negation and not-negation behave in general in the BASE and BAWE corpora. 
Since we are comparing two corpora with different sizes, it is necessary to work with the relative frequencies of the 
constructions’ occurrences, normalized to a common base per million (McEnery, Xiao and Tono, 2006: 53). In order 
to do this, a series of steps were followed:  
 
1. I extracted the frequencies of each negative construction. In order to look for the frequencies of not-negation, 
since it is formed by two elements (the negative particle not and the negative indefinite), after looking for the 
appearances of the indefinite element, I performed a collocation search, observing how many times it was used 
along the particle not (tagged as ‘XX’ in both BASE and BAWE corpora).  
2. I added up the total relative frequencies and separated them into no-negation instances and not-negation 
constructions.  
3. I repeated the same process in the BAWE corpus and compared the results. 
 
Observing the total frequencies, I realised that, first of all, the number of negative constructions in the BASE 
corpus was astonishingly higher than in the BAWE corpus, confirming the statement made by Biber et al. (1999). 
Secondly, the number of results in the BAWE corpus was too low to make a strong statistical study with the selected 
negative constructions. Hence, I decided to focus my research on the BASE corpus, as it will give us more clear and 
concise results. 
The next step of the research, and the main statistical study, takes place exclusively in the BASE corpus. The data 
was extracted following the same procedure as before, but instead of looking at the total, relative frequencies, I 
extracted the absolute frequencies in each of the documents of the corpus. 
Subsequently, I organised the data in two columns, no-negation and not-negation, including their frequencies in 
each document and provided the total frequency, median and standard deviation using the specialized software 
Prism 5.04. I concluded the descriptive statistics section providing the results and representing them in graphs and 
providing additional information in the inferential statistics section.  
 
 
2  http://wwwm.coventry.ac.uk/researchnet/BAWE/Pages/BAWE.aspx. Developed at the Universities of Warwick, Reading and Oxford 
Brookes under the directorship of Hilary Nesi and Sheena Gardner (formerly of the Centre for Applied Linguistics [previously called CELTE], 
Warwick), Paul Thompson (Department of Applied Linguistics, Reading) and Paul Wickens (Westminster Institute of Education, Oxford 
Brookes), with funding from the ESRC (RES-000-23-0800). 
3 http://www.sketchengine.co.uk 
4 http://www.graphpad.com/scientific-software/prism/ 
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3. Results and discussion
As we can see in both Table 4 and Figure 1, the usage of negation in general, taking as examples our five
construction pairs, is much higher in the BASE corpus than in the BAWE corpus.
Table 3: Frequencies of no-negation and not-negation usage in BASE and BAWE corpora
BASE corpus (1,252,256 tokens) BAWE corpus (8,336,262 tokens)
Frequencies Relative frequencies
(normalized per million)
Frequencies Relative frequencies 
(normalized per million)
Nobody 127 101.4 70 8.4
Not anybody 25 20.0 9 1.1
No one 48 38.3 176 21.1
Not anyone 24 29.2 29 3.5
Nothing 272 217.1 681 81.7
Not anything 175 139.7 118 14.2
Nowhere 17 13.6 46 5.5
Not anywhere 13 10.4 9 1.1
Total No-negation 464 370.4 973 116.7
Total Not-negation 237 199.3 165 19.9
Median 38.30 8.40
Mean 79.90 19.36
Std. Deviation 76.54 28.32
Fig. 1: Frequency of negation in each corpus
If we observe the frequency of each negative construction, we can see that all of them individually are also higher
in BASE, with some significant results such as the pair nobody and not anybody. Using the relative frequencies is
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crucial for our purpose, since both corpora are very different in terms of size. For example, even though nothing is 
much more frequent in the BAWE corpus (681 tokens) than in the BASE corpus (272 tokens), if we look at the
relative frequencies the result is very different: 81.7 in BAWE and 217.1 in BASE.
Although this is only a descriptive approach that introduces to the main statistical study on negation, it is
interesting to see that we have reached the same conclusion as Biber et al. (1999), who stated that negation is much
more frequent in the oral discourse than in the written discourse. The LGSWE explains that this may be due to
higher usage of verbs (as negation is most often tied to the verb), clauses are shorter and more numerous, and there 
is a great deal of repetition (Biber et al. 1999: 159). On this basis, I have decided to work exclusively on the usage
of negation in academic spoken English. Table 4 and Figure 2 show the results of my study.
Table 4: Results of the frequency extraction and normality tests
No-negation Not-negation
Median 2.000 1.00
Mean 2.900 1.481
Std. Deviation 2.942 1.704
KS normality test - P value < 0.0001 < 0.0001
P value summary *** ***
D'Agostino & Pearson omnibus normality test - P value < 0.0001 < 0.0001
P value summary *** ***
rpus
Here we can see how the occurrences of our pairs of negative constructions are distributed in the BASE corpus.
We can observe that the data from both no-negation and not-negation is not normally distributed as most of the
occurrences are clustered near the lower end of the scale (See Figure 1). Also, the results of both the 
Kolmogorov-Smirnov and D’Agostino and Pearson normality tests reinforce this assumption (see Table 4). The high
level of variation in both cases indicate us that the occurrences in each document are heterogeneously distributed,
though the majority of negative constructions is not so much dispersed. The most significant fact, however, is that,
although both no-negation and not-negation have a similar distribution, the number of occurrences is higher in no-
negation than in not-negation, which indicate a contradiction in my initial hypothesis, where I postulated that not-
negation would be higher than no-negation in spoken academic English.
Fig. 2: Distribution of each type of negation in BASE co
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For the purpose of providing a more significant basis to this assumption, we need to perform a test of significance 
to the data. Since the data is not normally distributed (See Table 4), and it is a quantitative study with non-nominal 
data, I decided to apply a Mann-Whitney U test and the results are very significant (P value < 0.0001, ***). Hence, 
the proposal is scientifically valid. The validity of the test shows that the difference between the two medians is 
significant, so I can conclude saying that, taking into consideration the selected negative constructions, no-negation 
is more frequent than not-negation in the BASE corpus. 
As a final conclusion, it is interesting also to make a brief mention about the usage of the negative constructions 
nothing (no-negation) and its correspondent not anything (not-negation). When compiling the data and extracting 
the frequencies for each of the negative constructions, it was surprising the high number of occurrences of this pair. 
no-negation instances, and the 
not-negation (See Tables 5 and 6): 
Table 5: Frequency of Nothing against the rest of no-negation constructions in BASE 
 
 n Mean Median SD no-negation 
Nothing 272 1.7 1.00 1.93 58.62 
Other no-negation constructions 192 1.20 0.00 1.95 41.37 
Table 6: Frequency of Not anything against other not-negation constructions in BASE 
 
 n Mean Median SD not-negation 
Not anything 175 1.09 1.00 1.35 73.83 
Other not-negation constructions 62 0.38 0.00 0.84 26.16 
 
This observation can lead us to a new possible hypothesis and future work: to study if the number of occurrences 
of the constructions nothing and not anything is higher than other no-negation and not-negation forms in a wider 
context. 
4. Conclusions and future work 
I have studied how a specific type of English negation, no-negation and not-negation, behaves in a context such 
as spoken academic English. For this, I have used as empirical evidence the British Academic Spoken English 
corpus and as query tool the Sketch Engine. First of all, I have selected five pair constructions: Not…anybody and 
Nobody, Not…anything and Nothing, Not…anyone and No one; and Not…anywhere and Nowhere. Secondly, as an 
introduction to the main statistical study, I have compared the total frequencies with the British Academic Written 
English corpus and have observed that in the spoken discourse negation is more frequent than in written discourse, 
confirming my first hypothesis. 
Thirdly, I have extracted the individual frequencies of each construction in each document and have separated 
them into no-negation and not-negation forms, performed a Mann-Whitney U Test and have observed that the 
former is significantly more frequent than the latter. The most important outcome of this observation is that it does 
not obtain the same results as Biber et al. have stated in other types of discourse (1999: 170) (See Table 2), where 
not-negation is higher; hence, not confirming my hypothesis. Nevertheless, even though I cannot over-generalize 
this assumption, as I have only chosen five of the ten possible constructions in this type of negation (see Table 1), it 
positively invites further research. An interesting future project would be to reproduce this study with all the ten 
forms in order to extract a more solid conclusion. 
Finally, throughout the development of the study I have observed that two of these constructions (Not…anything 
and Nothing) are significantly higher than the rest sets of pairs, leading to the postulation of a new hypothesis for 
489 Carlos Herrero-Zorita /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  95 ( 2013 )  482 – 489 
another possible future work: to study if this observation can be applied to a more general context, or to compare it 
with all the ten pairs of no-negation and not-negation.  
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